Assessment of online discussion in work-integrated learning by McNamara, Judith & Brown, Catherine
 QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/29506
McNamara, Judith and Brown, Catherine (2009) Assessment of online discussion in 
work-integrated learning. Campus-Wide Information Systems, 26(5). p. 413.  
 
 © Copyright 2009 Emerald.
 
Assessment of online discussion in work-integrated learning 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine how online discussion can be used in 
work integrated learning as a vehicle for students to demonstrate their learning in the 
workplace and to facilitate collaborative learning where face to face classes are not feasible.  
Design/Methodology/approach – This paper will evaluate the use of assessable online 
discussion in facilitating collaborative learning and scaffolding reflection in work placement 
subjects. It will review the literature regarding the use of online discussion particularly for 
work placement subjects and will evaluate the use of an online discussion forum in a case 
study subject in the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) undergraduate law course. 
Findings – This paper will suggest that assessable online discussion forums that are 
appropriate to facilitate student collaboration and collaborative learning in work placement 
subjects. 
 
Originality/value – The paper is original in its examination of the assessment of online 
discussion in a work integrated learning context. 
Paper type – Case study 
Key Words – online discussion; work integrated learning; collaborative learning; 
collaborative refection; legal internship 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The assessment of workplace learning presents a substantial challenge to universities 
(Zegwaard and Coll, 2003). It is generally acknowledged that assessment is the fundamental 
driver of student learning (Boud and Falchikov, 2007) and therefore it is essential that 
assessment activities drive intended learning outcomes. The ability to take responsibility for 
one’s own learning is generally a goal of workplace learning and accordingly it is important 
that assessment is learner centred, that is, that it encourages students to reflect on the process 
of learning itself. Students do not necessarily know how to engage in the reflective practice 
required in workplace learning and accordingly the ability to think and write reflectively must 
be taught (McNamara and Field, 2007).  
 
One method of teaching reflective practice is to scaffold reflection through online interaction 
(Rose and Devonshire, 2004). This paper will review the literature regarding the use of 
assessable online discussion to create learning communities that facilitate student interaction 
and reflection in work placement subjects. First we discuss the benefits of using assessable 
online discussion to promote collaborative learning and reflection in work placement subjects. 
Second we consider issues relevant to the design of an assessable online discussion forum for 
a work placement subject in law and identify some issues that need to be addressed in such 
design. Third we discuss the assessment of online discussion forums. Finally we will use a 
case study of an online discussion forum in a work placement subject in QUT’s undergraduate 
law program to evaluate whether assessable online discussion is an appropriate way to 
promote collaborative learning and reflection in work placement subjects. We will conclude 
that while online discussion forums are a valuable learning tool for work placements, they 
need to be carefully planned, moderated and assessed in order to facilitate effective learning.   
 
2. The benefits of online discussion to promote collaborative learning and 
reflection in workplace learning 
 
Collaborative learning and reflective practice are both essential aspects of workplace learning. 
The importance of reflective practice in workplace learning has been well documented 
(Elkins, 1985; Hinett, 2002; Brodie and Irving, 2007). The role of collaborative learning in 
workplace learning has not been so explicitly stated, however, in the authors’ view, the link 
between collaborative learning and the ability to learn from work is clear. According to 
Moller (1998) a collaborative learning process is necessary to promote the kind of learning 
necessary for present and future work preparation. Collier and McManus (2005) suggest that 
“learning partnerships and related strategies appear to be successful in bridging the gap 
between ‘off the job training’ and workplace learning” (p. 16). Further, the value of learning 
communities is supported by powerful learning theories; an active learning community and a 
sense of connectedness to others are critical to real learning (LaPointe and Reisetter, 2008). 
Collaborative learning in legal work placement subjects allows students to demonstrate to 
their peers what they have learned during their placement (Merrill, 2002), make connections 
between their own experiences and those of students in different placements, share 
experiences (both positive and negative) and gain an overall picture of the various roles 
undertaken by lawyers.  
 
In order to enable effective workplace learning, the design of appropriate and effective 
reflective assessment tasks is essential. The use of an assessable online discussion forum is 
suggested as a means of encouraging reflective thinking and practice thus enhancing the 
learning experience (Williamson and Nodder, 2005). Online discussion is also valuable as 
formative assessment because it enables intrinsic feedback to be provided to students on their 
learning and the quality of their reflection. Cox and Cox (2008) argue that collaborative and 
reflective learning is effective regardless of whether facilitated by classroom or online 
activities and accordingly, online discussion is a feasible means of facilitating collaborative 
learning and encouraging reflective practice between students where face to face contact is 
not possible. 
 
The use of an online forum can encourage deeper reflection than is likely working alone or in 
a face to face situation with other students. This is because students have time to carefully 
consider their own and other students’ responses leading to deeper discussion and also 
because the results of the discussion “are available for revisiting and reconsidering in a way 
that cannot happen with more transient verbal conversation. It is possible to ‘rewind’ a 
conversation, to pick out threads and make very direct links between different messages” 
(Salmon, 2002). Students may also benefit from discussions initiated by other students, seek 
clarification from other students, and build a sense of a scholarly community (Brown, 1997; 
Laurillard, 2002). According to Revill and Terrell (2005), online community discussion 
forums have been well received by students and result in discussions that are engaging, 
vibrant and active.  
 
3. Designing an online discussion forum 
 
While the potential benefits of online discussion is clear, Brooks and Jeong (2006) point to 
research that suggests that online discussions often lack coherence and depth, with students 
often responding to what other students have said. In order to create the “engaging, vibrant 
and active” discussions noted by Revill and Terrell (2005), discussion forums must be 
appropriately planned and moderated. Students cannot simply be “given” an online forum and 
told to use it. Such an approach is likely to result in little collaboration and learning, even 
when the forum is assessable.  
 
Three factors should be considered in planning an online discussion, the organisation of the 
forum, the motivation of students to participate and the ability of students to participate 
effectively. Vonderwell et al . (2007) found that the structure of the discussion forum is 
essential for successful learning and assessment. Brooks and Jeong (2005) suggest that online 
discussions should be organised into topics and that within each topic there should be pre-
established threads within which arguments are clustered. It is suggested that pre-structuring 
threads in this way may be an effective method of facilitating critical discussion. Where 
discussions are not threaded, discussion may become repetitive, thereby discouraging student 
participation (Vonderwell et al., 2007).  
 
In relation to motivation of students, Klemm (2000) suggests that the goals and purpose of the 
forum should be stated and clearly explained, feedback should be provided and students 
should know that the forum is monitored by people of significance. In addition, input should 
be rewarded, negative feedback should be avoided and communities should be developed in 
order to avoid lurking.  
 
The third consideration in planning online discussions is the ability of students to actively 
participate in the discussion at the required level. Salmon (2002) argues that a scaffolded 
approach needs to be taken to the facilitation of online activities so that students move 
through five stages of learning. The five stages are: access and motivation, online 
socialisation, information exchange, knowledge construction and development. For the 
purposes of the assessable component of an online discussion forum used to facilitate 
collaborative learning and reflection in a work placement subject, students need to be at the 
development stage, where they are responsible for their own learning and are more critical 
and self reflective. Adopting the approach suggested by Salmon, it is therefore necessary to 
scaffold student participation so that they are able to contribute at the level required by the 
discussion.  
 
4. Assessment of online discussion forums 
 
Assessment is a fundamental driver of what and how students learn (Ross et al ., 2006). 
Accordingly, for online discussion to be effective in facilitating collaborative learning in 
workplace learning it must be assessed appropriately. This means that the purpose of the 
assessment, the criteria for assessment, and the intended outcomes must be established 
(Gaytan and McEwen, 2007). The main purposes of an assessable online discussion forum in 
workplace learning are to enable students to demonstrate their learning, to enhance student’s 
reflective practice and to promote collaborative learning by student interaction.  
 
Vonderwell et al.  (2007) suggest that the use of a variety of assessment methods and 
strategies can increase student interest and engagement in discussion. The assessment of an 
online discussion forum could be varied by using different assessment techniques, such as a 
reflective summary, an online survey, peer or self assessment tasks (Vonderwell et al., 2007) 
web quests, concept maps and problem solving scenarios (Klecker, 2005). Lee (2004) 
suggests that peer assessment by use of a peer rating system is one way in which the workload 
associated with grading an online discussion forum can be minimised while at the same time 
increasing student engagement. 
 
Regardless of the type of assessment technique employed, a key issue in the design of online 
discussion forums is that assessment should be fair and reliable. Hulkari and Mahlamaki-
Kultanen (2008) suggest that a truly objective tool to measure learning evidenced by web 
discussion has not yet been developed. Salmon (2002) suggests that assessment of online 
activities should be aligned with and should flow directly from the online tasks and that 
criteria should be established that indicate the level of acceptable performance.  
 
The use of criterion referenced assessment for online discussions is particularly important 
because it encourages cooperative learning and the sharing of ideas (Klecker, 2005). 
Vonderwell et al.  (2007) suggest that detailed assessment criteria are essential in guiding 
student participation and contribution to the discussion and enabling fair assessment of 
student contributions. Further, the criteria should be specific to topics rather than general 
across all discussion topics. Suggested criteria for assessment of online discussion forum in 
the workplace learning context are the quality of reflections, the extent of collaboration with 
other students, evidence of links to professional practice and written expression. In some 
disciplines it may be argued that written expression is not an appropriate criterion for an 
online forum; however Vonderwell et al. (2007) note the importance of writing skills in 
online assessment. For law students, this is particularly so because of the high level of written 
expression skills that will be required of them as lawyers.  
 
5. Case Study 
 
To determine whether assessable online discussion is an appropriate way to facilitate 
collaborative learning and scaffold reflection in a work placement subject, the design and 
assessment principles outlined in this paper were applied to a case study subject, LWB421 
Learning in Professional Practice . LWB421 is a work placement subject in the Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT) undergraduate law course. QUT is one of five Australian 
universities that are part of the Australian Technology Network (ATN). One of the aims of the 
ATN is to “educate graduates who are ready to enter their chosen profession, dedicated to the 
pursuit of knowledge and eager to claim a stake in building sustainable societies of the 
future”.[I] Consistent with this aim, QUT’s Learning and Teaching Plan (2007-2011) includes 
as one of its objectives to “provide opportunities for work-integrated learning that facilitate 
student transition to professional practice” (QUT, 2007).  
 
LWB421 was offered for the first time in semester two 2008 and again in summer 2008. Face 
to face classes are not feasible in LWB421 for a number of reasons. Firstly, students may 
complete their placements at different times during the semester. Secondly, face to face 
classes would not be available to external students who are encouraged to enrol in the subject.  
Because of these impediments to scheduling face-to-face classes, an online discussion forum 
was developed in LWB421 as an alternative means of enabling the learning which would 
otherwise take place in classes.  
 
The requirements of the forum were that students were to submit posts of approximately 350 
words each to six topics on the online forum. Students were required to contribute to 
minimum of six topics, meaning there was approximately two weeks to contribute to each 
topic over the 13 week semester. The topics for the forum in semester two were: introduction 
and welcome; expectations and placement plan activities; the orientation to workplace; career 
pathways; application of legal knowledge in the placement; professional conduct, self 
knowledge and awareness, career choices and interpersonal dynamics. In summer the topics 
were introduction and welcome; expectations and placement plan activities; application of 
legal knowledge in the placement; self knowledge and awareness, career pathways. Students 
were able to submit to as many topics as they wish throughout the semester but were only 
required to submit their best three (in addition to the first three topics which were 
compulsory) for assessment.  The forum was designed so that students would be scaffolded 
through Salmon’s five stages of learning. 
 
The objectives of the online discussion forum were to facilitate collaborative learning by 
sharing workplace experiences and to scaffold student reflection. To evaluate the 
effectiveness of the online discussion forum in achieving these objectives, contributions made 
by students to the forum were analysed to determine whether students actively participated at 
the required stages of learning. In addition, the contributions were analysed to determine 
whether critical discussion was facilitated by pre-structuring of threads, and also whether 
feedback provided by means of tutor contributions to the threads motivated students to 
participate. 
 
The use of online discussion forums was also evaluated by several student surveys to 
determine their overall satisfaction with the assessable online discussion forum. Student 
perceptions where elicited by an electronic survey available to all students via the subject’s 
Blackboard site, the LEX survey (which is the QUT’s student evaluation tool, also delivered 
online) and a focus group of students who completed the subject in summer 2008. 
 
Analysis of student contributions: Semester Two 2008 
 
Forum Topic Tutor 
contributions 
Number of 
threads 
Student 
Contributions 
Number of 
students 
Ave 
contributions 
per thread 
Ave 
Contributions 
per student 
1. Introduction 
and welcome 
5 37 111 36 3 3.08 
2. Placement 
expectations 
9 71 189 36 2.66 5.25 
3. Ethics 10 50 151 33 3.02 4.58 
4. Orientation 
to the 
workplace 
1 8 15 7 1.88 2.14 * 
5. Career 
Pathways 
7 12 94 23 7.83 4.09 
6. Application 
of skills & 
knowledge 
7 12 154 28 12.83 5.5 
7. Professional 
Conduct 
3 5 157 29 31.4 5.5 
8. Self 
knowledge 
and 
awareness 
2 4 61 20 12.25 3.05  
9. Career 
Choices 
1 4 24 14 6 1.0 * 
* Where tutor contributions were minimal, there was a corresponding decrease in student contributions. 
 
Analysis of student contributions: Summer 2008  
 
Forum Topic Tutor 
contributions 
Number of 
threads 
Student 
Contributions 
Number of 
students 
Ave 
contributions 
per thread 
Ave 
Contributions 
per student 
1. Introduction 
and welcome 
11 46 190 39 4.13 4.88 
2. Placement 
expectations 
12 59 261 34 4.42 7.68 
3. Ethics 5 58 155 36 2.63 4.31 
4. Application 
of skills & 
knowledge 
10 35 161 33 4.6 4.88 
5. Self 
knowledge 
and 
awareness 
5 29 79 21 2.72 3.76 
6. Career 
Pathways 
6 34 125 29 3.68 4.31 
 
The analysis suggests that students in both cohorts contributed to the discussion on a regular 
basis, with most students contributing four to five times on each two week topic.  The analysis 
also indicates that students were more motivated to participate when the tutor also contributed 
more frequently to the discussion.  Accordingly, consistent with the approach suggested by 
Salmon (2002), it is necessary to better scaffold student participation in the discussion forum 
by increasing tutor participation for example by providing early feedback on performance and 
placing more emphasis on responding to and emphasising valuable contributions.  
 
Analysis of student satisfaction and perceptions 
The LEX survey was completed by 9 of the 36 students enrolled in the subject in semester 
two and by 5 of the 36 students enrolled in summer. The LEX allows students to make 
qualitative comments about the best aspects of the subject and the aspects most in need of 
improvement. Three of the nine second semester students indicated that the discussion forum 
was one of the best aspects of the subject, while two students felt that the discussion board 
was the aspect of the subject most in need of improvement. However, this data was mostly 
inconclusive due to low number of student responses to the LEX survey. 
 
The Blackboard survey was released at the end of each semester and was aimed eliciting more 
student feedback than the LEX survey was able to provide. The Blackboard survey was 
completed by 16 of the 36 semester two students and four of the 36 summer students. The 
survey consisted of a total of 24 questions four of which specifically related to either the 
online discussion forum or the assessment generally. The responses to the questions have 
been compiled in the table below. 
 
Question Yes  No
Did the questions provided in the discussion forum topics assist your reflections? 
 
10 1 
If I were facilitating the online discussion forum I would have: 
Student Comments: 
 conducted live chat sessions with small groups;  
 released forum topics more progressively;  
 set timelines; give clear instructions;  
 given incentives to respond to existing threads;  
 found a way to locate supervisors and student’s own posts more easily;  
 an alert system when others respond to your post;  
 allowed more time for the first two forums;  
 given more feedback and stimulated discussion. 
 
The online resources I found most interesting and helpful were: 
Student Comments: 
The resources most valued were those where students were required to undertake an active task, such as 
completing the online ethics scenarios, listening to podcasts or undertaking personality tests. 
 
Please comment on unit workload, assessment tasks and feedback: 
Student Comments: 
“I did find it difficult working full time and then contributing to the online discussion forum. I found it hard to 
switch off from work as when I got home from work as the assessment required me to think about work.” (sic) 
 
In addition, responses were elicited from students who were enrolled in the summer subject in 
a focus group session that was conducted by an independent research assistant. The response 
to the use of assessable online discussion forums was mixed. While students felt that the 
discussion forums were a good idea, there was a desire for some unspecified improvement. 
One student commented: 
 “It was a good exercise but I don't know if I enjoyed it.  I think I could have got more out 
of it somehow.  I don't know how I would improve it.  It is good to have.”  
 
The focus group students also commented that their contributions were not always based on 
genuine experiences but were contrived in order to maximise marks. This is evidenced by the 
following comment: 
“On-line forums, a better way to assess them, encourage them to come up with a format 
that encourages people to share their real experiences as opposed to their contrived 
experiences.   If you change the assessment criteria but keep the forums then you can 
remodel the forums effectively.” 
 
Given the small number of responses caution must be taken in the interpretation of the survey 
results. They do, however, suggest that online discussion is a valuable means of prompting 
student reflection where appropriate prompts are given by the facilitator of the forum. The 
online discussion was successful to some extent in replicating the sense of scholarly 
community that would otherwise be achieved in face to face classes. Students used the forum 
to talk about problems in their placement and to develop a support network. The students’ 
contributions to the forum demonstrated that they took away valuable strategies to apply in 
the workplace.  
 
One cautionary note is that the assessment of discussion forums results in the possibility of 
contributions being contrived to maximise marks rather than being a genuine reflection of the 
students’ experience. Accordingly, the discussion questions need to be carefully designed to 
promote student learning while discouraging artificial contributions.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 
This paper has considered the literature relating to assessment by the use of asynchronous 
online discussions, particularly in the context of workplace learning. It has been demonstrated 
by a case study of a discussion forum in a work placement subject that online discussion can 
be a valuable way of assessing for learning in order to facilitate collaborative learning and to 
scaffold student reflection. However, discussion forums need to be carefully structured and 
managed to ensure that they result in the deep level of collaborative reflection and active 
student learning that is desired.  
 
[I] Australian Technology Network of Universities (ATN). http://www.atn.edu.au/index.htm 
(accessed 26 May, 2009). 
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